Business and industry are currently focused on increasing employee productivity, reducing employee injuries and lost work time, and minim izing costs . Absence from work due to either injury or health-related leave nega tively affects both direct and indirect costs . Absenteeism , regardless of reason , negatively impacts company profit. To decrease the multiple costs of unplanned absences, the occupational health nurse can collaborate with Human Resources professionals and management to create cost-saving short-and long-term disability programs, manage Family and Medical Leave Act programs , and case manage the care of all employees with worke rs' compensation claims.
manage Family and Medical Leave Act programs , and case manage the care of all employees with worke rs' compensation claims. I ndustry currentl y faces many challenges, not the least of which is to remain profitable while sustaining a productive, healthy work force. Industries are search ing for ways to reduce costs and increase productivity. Worker absence is at an all-time high as employers struggle to understand the causes of and solutions to absenteeism. The percentages of health-related absences, including sick leave, short-term disability (STD), long-term disability (LTD), and workers ' compensation, range from an average low of 1.7% to an average high of 6.3% for all U.S. employers (Denniston & Whel an, 2005 ). Human Resource s manager s are charged with manag-ing health benefits, STD and LTD programs , and employee attendance. Safety managers focus on absences caused by occupational injuries. Risk managers evaluate lost time from liability and workers' compensation claims perspective s while attempting to limit risk, compan y loss, or exposure in any given situation. Although these areas overlap and each department is responsible for some aspect of absence management, these departments may not collaborate to ensure that each employee' s absence is covered under a particular program, ultimatel y affecting the company 's bottom line. Typically, risk and safety managers focus on workers' compensation and Human Resources professionals manage health and disability benefits, creating "silos" and duplication of coverage (Ferguson, 200 I) . The cost of duplication can be detrimental to a business if absences are not managed with open communication among all departments. Businesses have recognized the cost of absenteeism, but still struggle to understand the root cause of absence s and how best to limit the costs associated with them. This article focuses on why absence occurs, the costs to business , and methods to manage absence while controlling cost, adding value to the bottom line.
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Very few research articles on absence management were found in the occupational health literature. Several studies used worker or business surveys, but these studies may have been affected by self-report bias. Do the findings really represent the ideas or behavior of a particular group or just those who chose to complete the survey? Were the responses truthful and honest, or were they based on fear of retaliation or a possible reprimand? The surveys from different companies were not compared. However, compari son might have given another prospective to employee insight. In essence, a self-report survey from businesses is voluntary and thus the researchers were unable to control for selection bias. Williams (2003) , a professor of psychology at the University of London, conducted a literature review focused on reducing work-related psychologi cal ill health and sickness absence . Five studies were reviewed that used stratified, cluster, randomized uncontrolled, observational, and matched control methods. According to Williams, although the studies covered a wide range of employment sectors in the developed world and used rigorous methods, they demonstrated the association of work factors and psychological health, suggesting a generic approach to improving psychological health may be appropriate. This approach seems to be an assumption by Williams and should be further investigated to obtain more reliable results with a more statistically reliable method. Bartys, Burton, and Main (2005) conducted a cross-sectional survey of 7,838 employees of multiple factory sites, assessing workers on risk factors and absences due to musculoskeletal disorders. Although the study used a large cross-section of employees, the results could be biased or skewed due to only a 50% participation rate.
In 2006, the Tennessee Bureau of Labor Statistics (www.bls.gov/ eag/eag.tn.htm) reported that the state had 108,500 work-related injuries, and 49 injuries resulted in death. With work injuries on the rise in Tennessee, it is increasingly important for manufacturing to strategically place occupational health professionals at the worksite. Occupational health nurses have the expertise to educate employees and reduce the number of injuries for all industries. The occupational health nurse can monitor absences from illness, injury, or surgery and positively impact the cost to the employer, while reducing the number of lost days.
GOVERNMENT AND PRIVATE LEAVE PROGRAMS
Many government and privatesector industrial leave programs entitle employees to leave if they meet the qualifications of the particular program. The Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), enacted in 1993, allows 12 weeks of unpaid leave for full-time employees who have accumulated 1,250 hours of paid work time in a rolling calendar year as defined by the company. This leave can be used by employees for their own or a family member's serious health condition or after the birth or adoptionof a child. FMLA can be taken in increments or all at once. Manag- Workers' compensation is a government program that pays for health care and wages when workers are injured on the job. Workers' compensation can be a high-cost program with substantial financial impact on the business. Often, the complexity of the program does not lend itself to effective management. The occupational health nurse is integral to coordinating care for injured or ill workers (Foster, 2008) . Workers' compensation costs can have a significant impact on direct and indirect costs that companies incur, but may go unnoticed by the novice manager.
STD and LTD are leave programs in which benefits and qualification requirements vary. Nearly 25% of businesses saw the incidence of STD rise during 2005 (HR Journal, 2005 . Most companies offer various benefits individualized to their business needs. Employees may use these programs to cover absences for a variety of health-related issues. Regardless of the program, whether government or private, absences ultimately cost the business money either directly or indirectly.
THE TOP TWO CAUSES OF ABSENTEEISM
Employees are absent for a variety of reasons. Employees may schedule needed surgery or procedures with their physicians, have a family situation requiring attention, or simply choose not to attend work for physical or psychological reasons.
Musculoskeletal disorders and stress are the two most common reasons for employee absence (O'Reilly, 2006) .
Workers are sometimes offered repetitive jobs that may predispose them to a musculoskeletal disorder. Occupational health nurses focus on ergonomics and identifying repetitive jobs. Although business has tried to limit these tasks in the workplace, musculoskeletal disorders are still a common occurrence. Musculoskeletal disorders represent a significant occupational health problem and cost business and industry projected profits (Bartys et al., 2005) . Businesses could reduce absence rates by focusing on this phenomenon and addressing workplace issues that expose employees to repetitive tasks during the workday.
Stress can cause employees physical and emotional distress, leading to absenteeism. Many situations can cause stress or perceived stress for an employee. Personal situations, finances, poor health, and job stress are all common causes of stress that could result in absenteeism. The most common work factors associated with psychological ill health were high work demands (long hours, workload, and pressure), lack of control over work, and poor support from managers (Michie & Williams, 2003) . Employers are downsizing and using a lean work force, undoubtedly adding workplace stress on employees. Industries can contract with occupational health nurses and employee assistance program staff to identify and address stress and mental health issues to prevent absenteeism.
IMPACT OF AN AGING WORK FORCE
Older workers bring a complex set of issues to the workplace that can be managed. Companies must address employees' needs and support them with health programs and services. The baby boom generation is still a significant part of the manufacturing work force. They bring to the workplace all of the physical ailments associated with aging. Many are faithful employees with years of
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Tips for the Occupational Health Nurse
• Identify which area of absence (short-term disability, long-term disability, or workers' compensation) to analyze first.
• Identify the percentage rate and cost of absence.
• Implement absence management tactics (Le., case management).
• Partner with Human Resources to create a return-to-work (RTW) program.
• Educate local occupational health professionals and other health care providers about the RTW program.
• Educate employees about the RTW program and the benefits.
• Evaluate the RTW program, including interventions, strategies, participation rate, and resources the program saved the company; change the RTW program as needed.
• Implement the RTW program to reduce absences.
service and an admirable attendance record. During the aging process, employees may develop health-related problems that require absence from work. This is a dilemma for employers as production decreases due to these absences and the cost of providing benefits increases more employees access their health care benefits. Older workers may suffer from chronic conditions that cause absences. These employees can be a challenge for Human Resources managers because they may not understand disease processes and the implications for work attendance.
Occupational health professionals can assess, monitor, and intervene in employees' care to ensure that they have access to specialists if needed. The challenge of an aging work force calls for innovation in health promotion programs, prevention of work-related and occupational diseases, reduction in impairments resulting from diseases, support for disabled workers, and promotion of work ability (Ilmarinen, 2006) . Businesses must address the aging work force and find creative ways to keep employees healthy, at work, and productive. This goal can be accomplished by establishing partnerships among local health care providers, occupational health nurses, and employees. Older workers bring a complex set of issues to the workplace that can be managed only if 124 companies address employee needs and then support employees with benefit and health programs and services (Sidebar).
DIRECT AND INDIRECT COSTS OF ABSENCE
Today, industries are struggling to reduce the cost of absenteeism and increase profit and productivity, while operating in a lean employee work environment. Employee absences cost companies money both directly and indirectly. Unscheduled employee absenteeism can cost an average of $755 per employee per year (HR Journal, 2005) .
Direct costs are usually easier to identify and include health care costs and indemnity payments. Indirect costs refer to production time lost by the injured employee, fellow workers, and supervisors; unacceptable product; dissatisfied customers; cleaning time (time to clean and prepare machinery prior to running the product); schedule delays; training new employees; overhead cost (e.g., electricity and employees' salaries); legal fees; and increased insurance costs (U.S. Department of Labor, 2004) .
Direct and indirect costs can be financially devastating to a company if not managed. No longer can a business view these expenses as the "cost of doing business." Knowledgeable Human Resources managers and occupational health professionals must strategically manage these costs, regardless of why they were incurred. Implementing policies and procedures to administer benefit and leave programs will enable occupational health professionals and Human Resources managers to successfully manage these programs.
The occupational health nurse must first decide what area of absenteeism to target (i.e., STD, LTD, or workers' compensation). After selecting a specific area to be addressed, the absence rate should be determined and brought to the attention of the Human Resources manager. How much are these absences costing the company, and how can the occupational health nurse positively impact this problem? This approach will ensure employee support of an absence management program (Sidebar).
ABSENCE MANAGEMENT AND RETURN TO WORK
Businesses are recognizing the value that occupational health nurses bring to both employee health and company profit. Absence can occur due to work injuries, personal accidents, mental health, surgery, or acute and chronic diseases. Regardless of the reason, businesses are recognizing the need to manage absences and return employees to work as soon as possible, thus reducing cost and increasing productivity. On any given day, approximately 3.9% of U.S. employees are absent from work, and more than half of employers are unaware of how their absence rate compares with that of their competitors (Wassel, 2002) .
Lost work time impacts employee morale as workloads shift and added responsibility is given to workers who are present. Additional workload can add stress and potentially result in increased numbers of work-related injuries and overtime. Absent employees may also be viewed by peers as abusing the system, causing present employees to become disgruntled. Addressing absences and managing them can alleviate this issue.
The key to absence management programs is to educate employees on what services are available and the process to follow if they need to be absent. Once the process and the managers are in place, employees become comfortable with the flow, whether it is a workers' compensation injury or personal illness.
Health care costs are equivalent to 16% of the company's payroll, while the cost of absence programs-incidental absence, STD, LTD, and workers' compensation together---equals 4% of payroll (Hall, 2007) . These percentages are all the more reason to have Human Resources managers and occupational health nurses manage personal as well as work-related absences. Absence management includes all lost time, whether occupational or nonoccupational (LipoId, 2003) . Absence management programs can include workers' compensation, STD, FMLA, or wellness programs that are administered by occupational health nurses . Nurses can manage these absence programs given their expertise and clinical skills. In the author's experience, thousands of dollars can be saved by businesses that employ occupational health nurses because employees are more productive and return to work earlier. Employees are less likely to take an unnecessary sick day if they know absences are managed by an occupational health nurse. Managers must recognize the value and expertise of an occupational health nurse and invite the nurse to management meetings .
THE IMPACT OF OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH NURSES
Occupational health nurses are specialists and are often certified in their specialty. Their main focus is employees, including work injuries, absence management, regulatory compliance, and health promotion . Many adults spend at least 50% of their days at the workplace, so it makes business sense to have an occupational health nurse on staff. Today's lean work force requires employees to do more with less and Human Resources and safety managers are becoming aware of the critical business need to employ an occupational health professional. The health of employees and the health of employers' bottom line are connected and the occupational health nurse is pivotal in improving and maintaining the health of both (Haag, Kalina, & Tourigian, 2003) . No longer can occupational health nurses be viewed as luxuries ; they are now an integral and value-added part of the management team because of their health care expertise and business savvy.
OCCUPATIONAL STRESS
Occupational health nurses bring skills that are value-added to industries that are drowning in the cost of absenteeism. Occupational stress is quickly becoming the single greatest cause of occupational disease and can have far-reaching consequences for both the worker and the workplace (Noblet & LaMontagne, 2006) . Occupational health nurses have addressed absences related to personal stress for many years, but studies are now showing that organizational stress should also be addressed. Company reorganization, downsizing, and lean manufacturing all have impacted workers and the way they perform their jobs. Employees and managers may not have the coping skills necessary to handle the added pressure, which can result in psychological illness and absenteeism. Occupational stress contributes to a number of outcomes critical to organizational success (Noblet & LaMontagne) . Occupational or personal stress that is not addre ssed by the worker can ultimately result in physical and mental illness and absence from work .
Occupational health nurses can address both personal and organizational stress with many interventions. Counseling, referring workers to employee assistance programs, and implementing company-sponsored exercise programs can address personal stress. Occupational stress focuses more on how workers perceive their workplace situation and whether they perceive control over decision making. Occupational stress can be caused by length and number of work hours, workload and pressure, control over work, decision making, social support , and management and work style (Michie & Williams, 2003) . Occupational health nurses can address organizational stress by offering classes to teach managers and associates effective coping mechanisms and stress management tools. Also, nurses can educate employers and employees on what causes job stress and how to alter the work environment. Effective communication skills could also decrease organizational stress and improve morale. Evidence exists that many organizations may be unaware of or even reluctant to acknowledge the relationship between working conditions and employee health and performance (Noblet & LaMontagne, 2006) . Employers are beginning to recognize that work-related stress can impact attendance and productivity. Stress, whether personal or occupational, must be identified and addressed. The human and economic costs of job stress strongly suggest that employees, employers, and the community at large have a stake in preventing or minimizing workplace stress, and stress prevention or reduction initiatives should be high on the workplace health promotion agenda (Noblet & LaMontagne) .
CASE STUDY
Mrs. Smith, a 50-year-old production worker, reported a back injury after occasionally lifting 10-pound bags of sugar. She requested to be evaluated by a physician. Companies are operating on lean budgets and require optimum employee productivity due to decreased staff and increased production demands.
al health nurse in a position that met her restrictions. The nurse monitored her care and ensured that she kept all therapy and physician appointments, while assisting her with any barriers that arose. Case management by the occupational health nurse and close observation of the injured employee proved to be beneficial to her recovery.
Mrs. Smith had the herniated disc repaired and was returned to work without restrictions after a 6-month period, although the physician had initially told her a minimum of a year with restrictions.
If the salary for 1 year was $55,000, then the salary for 6 months would be $27,500. Thus, savings due to nurse case management and the RTW program totaled $27,500. These dollars are direct costs and do not include indirect costs (i.e., increased workers' compensation insurance premiums, employee replacement cost, and lost productivity). The certified occupational health nurse saved the company a minimum of $27,500 on one employee through skilled case management and oversight of a RTW program for employees with personal or work-related injuries.
CONCLUSION
In the lean manufacturing and financially driven business world, emphasis is on reducing costs, managing absenteeism, and increasing productivity and profit margins. The occupational health nurse can be a valued part of the management team with expertise necessary to be successful in this role. "With so much money at stake, it is clear why employers have become increasingly focused on containing costs, not just in their entirety, but also on the impact they have on the competitive advantage, and in how they compare to other employers in the increasingly competitive worldwide business environment" (Denniston & Whelan, 2005, p. 85) .
Occupational health nurses have the expertise to implement RTW programs, which could result in employees returning to work earlier and increasing productivity. ToHad the occupational health nurse not managed Mrs. Smith's care, the surgeon may have refused to allow her to return to work due to her restrictions. That approach would have resulted in lost wages for the employee because the Tennessee Worker's Compensation program pays workers only 66% of their wages. If the employee's salary were $55,000 annually, the Tennessee Worker's Compensation program would pay only $36,426.50. In the current stressed economy, many employees depend on 100% of their salary to meet their financial obligations; two thirds is not sufficient.
The employer benefits because employees can be productive in a job that honors their restrictions. A non-productive employee at home directly costs the company money (i.e., hiring replacement workers) and indirectly (i.e., possible complications due to inactivity). Employers also benefit because employees are usually receptive to RTW programs, as they increase morale and demonstrate that the company cares about employee health and well-being. Often, RTW programs are a factor in whether an employee seeks representation for a work-related injury, a costly and time-consuming situation for the company.
Mrs. Smith returned to work with the assistance of the occupation-1 Occupational health nurses have the education and clinical expertise to positively impact occupational and non-occupational absenteeism for today's industries.
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can be costly and may lead to surgeries, employee absence, lost productivity, and litigation. Workers may earn less wages, lose mobility or the ability to work, and endure painful treatments and procedures. Mrs. Smith was treated by an orthopedic surgeon. Magnetic resonance imaging was ordered and revealed a herniated L-5 disc in her back. The surgeon concluded that Mrs. Smith needed surgery and advised that she have work restrictions now and after surgery. Mrs. Smith's restrictions included not lifting more than 5 pounds, not bending, and not pushing or pulling more than 5 pounds. The occupational health nurse informed management that these restrictions would not allow Mrs. Smith to perform her regular duties. The physician advised the nurse that these restrictions would last at least a year. The occupational health nurse explained to Mrs. Smith and the surgeon that the company offered a return-to-work (RTW) program for those associates who had a personal or work-related injury. The RTW program is tailored to the individual's restrictions.
RTW programs must have management support and are often administered by Human Resources with the collaboration of a certified occupational health nurse specialist. This is a win-win situation for the employer and the employee. day, industries are recogmzmg the value of occupational health nurses. Although Human Resources managers manage employee benefit costs and safety managers focus on injury costs, neither can easily read physicians' progress notes or understand health-related implications of a particular diagnosis. Millions of dollars can be saved by companies that employ certified occupational health nurses to manage absences, the associated costs, and RTW programs. In one year alone, an occupational health nurse can save a company considerably more than the nurse's salary and benefits.
Managing absenteeism presents an opportunity for occupational health nurses to demonstrate their value and contribute to their employer's bottom line (Morris, 2008) . In today's economy, businesses must take advantage of the nurses' role to remain competitive in a lean marketplace, boost bottom-line profits, and increase productivity. The occupational health nurse's position is a strategic investment for businesses wanting to increase productivity and become financially successful through the management of their employees' health and the company's absence programs.
